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The Mesa de Dialogo, a panel set up in August 1999 to bring together human rights lawyers and
representatives of Chile's military establishment, have agreed on procedures to help locate the
remains of more than 1,000 disappeared victims of the military dictatorship.
Although expected for weeks, the accord was criticized by both right-wing supporters of former
dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990) who consider it a betrayal of the general and his regime
and by leftists and relatives of victims who say it protects human rights violators. After more than
nine months of intense debate, the panel reached the consensus June 13.
The signing ceremony was attended by representatives of the three military branches and the
national police, human rights lawyers and activists, academics, and members of the Catholic
Church. The document marks the first time that the military has acknowledged "serious and
systematic violations of human rights, including the practice of disappearances, murders, and
torture, committed by state bodies and agents during the military regime."
A statement from the armed forces said that Chileans have "legitimately different opinions" about
what led to military rule in their country. "However, there are other acts about which there can be
no other legitimate attitude but rejection and condemnation, as well as the firm decision not to allow
them to be repeated," the statement said. "We refer to serious human rights violations that were
errors by agents of state organizations during the military government. We refer also to the political
violence committed by some opposed to the military regime."
Demands by human rights advocates that the military assist in determining the fate of the victims
have been rejected for years. Were it not for Pinochet's arrest in London in October 1998 and the
worldwide publicity in the ensuing seventeen months regarding human rights violations during his
dictatorship, neither the present crack in official impunity nor this agreement would have occurred.
After Pinochet's arrest, concern within the armed forces grew as Chile's Supreme Court began to
uphold lower-court decisions that disappearances were considered ongoing kidnappings until the
victims appeared, either dead or alive. In addition, nearly 50 mainly retired officers, including six
generals, have been charged with human rights abuses in Chilean courts despite the amnesty laws.

Agreement's success depends on military
Of the official number of 3,190 people killed during Pinochet's regime, more than 1,000 remain
unaccounted for. About 200 bodies have been found in illegal burial sites in the desert or in rural
areas of the country. Some retired military have said that many of the disappeared were thrown into
the sea from helicopters. The text of the agreement outlines formulas to determine the fate of people
who disappeared during the dictatorship, but rules out closure of pending cases of human rights
violations although it protects the "ongoing interests" of the armed forces.
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The agreement's major achievement is the commitment by the military and the security forces
to seek information from both active-duty and retired members regarding what happened to the
detained-disappeared. The four-page document sets a six-month time limit with an option to extend
it for an additional six months for that information to be given to the president.
Claudio Teitelboim, one of the civilians involved in the dialogue, told the Santiago daily El Mercurio
that the military had agreed to comb its ranks to gather information on what happened to the
disappeared how they were killed and, if possible, where they are buried. "It is a step forward, as
long as the armed forces fulfills its commitment," said Jose Miguel Vivanco, director of Human
Rights Watch/Americas. "The big question is how much information they will be able to produce,
when, and what will be the quality of the information."

Families of victims oppose agreement
The creation of the Mesa de Dialogo exposed a breach between two groups of human rights lawyers
who have defended victims of the dictatorship and their families. The Agrupacion de Familiares de
Detenidos Desaparecidos (AFDD) refused to participate in the dialogue, saying its purpose was to
protect the impunity of those who carried out the human rights violations (see NotiSur, 1999-08-27).
Although the AFDD and many lawyers involved in filing the 113 lawsuits against Pinochet rejected
the agreement, other well-known and respected human rights lawyers, including Pamela Pereira,
Hector Salazar, Jaime Castillo Velasco, and Roberto Garreton supported it.
"This is a desperate, last-minute agreement that only benefits the armed forces and the right," said
lawyer Carmen Hertz. "The real aim of the Mesa de Dialogo is for the Supreme Court to revoke the
historic decision of the Appeals Court that stripped Pinochet of his immunity."
On June 5 the Santiago Appeals Court stripped Pinochet of the immunity from prosecution he
enjoyed as a senator for life, ruling that he could be tried in connection with 19 disappearances
or kidnappings committed in 1973 by a special military mission known as the "caravan of death."
Pinochet is accused of being the "abetting author" behind the caravan of death (see NotiSur,
2000-06-02).
The remains of at least 19 of the victims have yet to be found. Pinochet's lawyers have appealed the
Appeals Court ruling to the Supreme Court. Pereira denied that the agreement would end human
rights prosecutions. She said that, as the daughter of one of the disappeared, "this is very important,
very symbolic," and she stressed that the families of the victims "can rest assured that all the legal
processes will go forward."
Lawyers who opposed the agreement said that those who participated in the dialogue do not
represent the families of the detained-disappeared, and they called the final document a "gross
distortion of history." Critics complained that the agreement only obliges the military to "make the
maximum effort possible" to obtain useful information to determine the fate of the disappeared, but
it does not establish legal sanctions for the authors of the crimes nor does it punish those who have
information but refuse to divulge it.
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"It is telling that the right and the armed forces are the ones most pleased with the agreement
because they are the ones who benefitted most," said Fabiola Letelier, sister of former foreign
minister Orlando Letelier, assassinated in Washington, DC, in 1976. Army representative Gen. Juan
Carlos Salgado denied that the agreement was a betrayal of Pinochet and he also denied that the
army was upset by the agreement. "The agreement was made, conscious of all the costs and all the
benefits, and there is neither pain nor disagreement with what has been achieved," he said.

President Lagos sends "professional secrecy" bill to Congress
President Ricardo Lagos, who was briefly jailed during Pinochet's regime, sent a bill to the Chilean
Congress that gives legal backing to the agreement. It provides "professional secrecy" to protect
the anonymity of police or military personnel who turn over information on victims. On June 21,
about 20 members of the AFDD were forcibly ejected from Congress after their shouts and slogans
interrupted debate on the bill. Legislators gave final approval to the bill the following day.
Paradoxically, the incident in Congress occurred just minutes after the government announced
that Lagos would meet with the AFDD leadership to discuss the agreement and the proposed
legislation. On June 26, former army guard Roberto Saldias confirmed that political prisoners were
routinely executed in the National Stadium after the 1973 coup. It was the first time a member
of the armed forces has verified the executions publicly and without the protection of immunity.
Saldias' statements could be the first concrete, public result of the armed forces' commitment to
help determine the fate of the disappeared.
In his television interview, Saldias said he was prepared to identify the executioners by name. "They
took the law in their own hands," said Saldias, who said he was one of hundreds of guards at the
stadium, which was used as a prison camp. [Sources: CNN, 06/08/00, 06/13/00; The New York Times,
06/13/00; Inter Press Service, 06/09/00, 06/14/00; Clarin (Argentina), The Miami Herald, 06/14/00;
Spanish news service EFE, 06/10/00, 06/13/00, 06/14/00, 06/16/00, 06/19/00, 06/21/00; Notimex,
06/11/00, 06/27/00; Associated Press, 06/13/00, 06/22/00, 06/27/00]
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